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ABSTRACT 



This five-part report synthesizes current theory and 
research on the adult as learner and generates implications for design and 
delivery of learning systems, particularly those involving computer-mediated 
technology and related software. "Adult Learning in Context" (Sean Courtney, 
Jiali Luo) examines the current situation of the adult learner, with special 
attention on increased computer use by the adult learning population. 
"Characteristics of Adults as Learners" (Courtney, Luo) focuses on these six 
major dimensions that constitute learning: knowledge construction and 
conceptual change; prior knowledge and experience; motivation, self, and 
community; metacognition; authentic tasks and environments; and collaboration 
and self direction. "How Technology Impacts the Learning Process" (Courtney, 
Luo) focuses on computer-mediated communications systems. "Summary and 
Conclusions" (Courtney, Luo) presents two sets of implications for 
technology-based learning system design: those based on characteristics of 
the learning process and those based on user experiences. "Web Access for 
Adult Learners with Special Needs" (Stanley Vasa, Virginia Muggy) shares 
knowledge of adult learners with special needs and characteristics associated 
with disability categories and related Web design considerations. (Appendixes 
include 175 references; papers on the learner-centered principle and user 
interface design for older adults; and descriptions of 10 web sites used in 
synthesis of recommended Web design guidelines.) (YLB) 
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PART 1 Adult Learning in Context 

Sean Courtney, Ed.D., and Jiali Luo 

Overview 

Lifelong learning has become a major, even permanent, reality for most Americans. This 
among others was a central finding of a study conducted by Washington State University, and 
reported in 1995 (Dillman, Christenson, Salant, & Warner, 1995). Perhaps the greatest reason for 
all of this educational activity, apart from the growing credentialing of American society, has to 
do with the transformation of the economy from a manufacturing base to one where knowledge is 
the driving force for success and profit. At the same time, according to the survey, what the 
potential adult learners want from public education are courses that are more accessible and 
packaged in ways that make it easier for them to learn. The public also believes that technology 
has advanced to where more and more learning can and should be offered at a distance. As the 
study reports, “people who are most likely to seek additional education have relatively greater 
access to home and work computers” (Dillman et. ah, 1995, p.3). 

In the light of this and other studies which report the changing needs and requirements of 
adults as learners, this report examines the phenomenon of adult learning, the characteristics of 
adults as learners, and the factors, including technology, which facilitate or inhibit the learning 
process. 

Changing Times and Societal Demands 

Unlike many other industrial countries, mass participation in adult education has long 
been a phenomenon of considerable significance in this country. What is different about the 
phenomenon today is the apparently sudden acceleration in numbers. While the rate of increase 
from the late 1960s to the early '80s had been somewhat modest, rising from around 10% in 1969 
to 15% in 1984, the latest federal surveys suggest a dramatic change in the rate of involvement. • 
Thus, in 1991, the National Household Education Survey (NHES.. 1 991) pegged the rate at 33%. 
double what it had been seven years earlier, while in 1995, the same survey reported the rate of 
participation at 44%, or about 84 million adult men and women. 1 Even allowing for the 

1 Based on NHES definition of what constitutes participation in adult education; this includes "classes 
taken for a degree or certificate as well as those educational activities that are job-related and those taken 
for personal enjoyment or recreation." (NHES. October 1991. Technical Brief) 
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The purpose of this report is to provide a synthesis of the most up-to-date theory and 
research on the adult as learner and from this base to generate a set of coherent and workable 
implications from that research for the design and delivery of learning systems, particularly those 
involving computer-mediated technology and related software. 

Structure of Report 

■ This report is in five parts. 

■ Part One provides an overview of the current situation with respect to 
the adult learner in the U.S., paying particular attention to the 
increasing use of the computer by the adult learning population. 

■ Part Two describes the characteristics of the adult as learner, focusing 
on the six major dimensions that constitute the experience of learning. 

■ Part Three examines the impact of technology, particularly computer- 
mediated communication systems, on the learning process. 

■ Part Four presents a number of the more important implications for 
system design that reflect the synthesis of theory and research. 

■ Part Five shares knowledge. of adult learners with special needs and 
the characteristics that are associated with disability categories and 
related web design considerations. 



